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ABSTRACT: Undeniably, writing is an indispensable skill in different contexts of life. It is in fact one of 

the pivotal components of education. With the advent of the K-12 Basic Education Curriculum, students 

are confronted with different academic writing tasks through the English for Academic and Professional 

Purposes and Practical Research courses. Despite the clear efforts of the educational sector to improve 

students’ writing skills, it is apparent that many students still experience difficulties in academic writing. 

Therefore, there is a need to fill the gap and advance in-depth understanding of the students’ academic 

writing difficulties. In order to satisfy the said aim, this Qualitative study grounds on Flower and Hayes’ 

(1981) Cognitive Process Theory of Writing. Focus group discussion of 14 purposively selected Grade 11 

Senior High School students was carried out. The results expound on the different Academic Writing 

difficulties encountered by the participants in terms of the Task Environment, Writers’ Long Term Memory 

and Writing Process. A model for teaching academic writing was formulated anchored on the identified 

difficulties. The said model will benefit the teachers as it may serve as a guide in a more effective and 

efficient teaching of academic writing.  

 

Keywords: Academic writing, Writing difficulties, Senior High School, Academic Writing Model, English 

for Academic and Professional Purposes 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The Enhanced Basic Education or K-12 Curriculum, offers additional two years of basic education – Grades 

11 and 12 – referred to as the Senior High School (SHS) level. With the new curriculum, SHS students are 

confronted with various academic writing tasks required in their research-related subjects. It is important 

to note that writing in the academe is more than just the use of correct grammar and expressive words. 

Morley-Warner (2009) defines academic writing as a formal way to write a well-structured paper by using 

more formal vocabulary, grammar and sentence structure. Given its complexity, Al Fadda (2012) argued 

that academic writing in English at advanced levels is a challenge and difficult even for most native 

speakers, and more so with second language speakers like most Filipino SHS students.  

 

Despite the clear efforts of the educational sector to scaffold and improve students’ writing skills, it is 

apparent that many students still experience difficulties in dealing with academic writing endeavors. Albeit 

numerous studies that explore students’ writing difficulties, scarce amount of empirical explorations on 

academic writing difficulties in the context Senior High School students exist. Also, very limited literatures 

expound on looking into writing as a process. Evidently, most of the available literatures focus on 

investigating errors and difficulties based on the writing product rather than the output. Therefore, the 

researcher seeks to advance in-depth understanding of the students’ academic writing difficulties in context 

with the view of “writing as process.”  

 

This study grounds on Flower and Hayes’ (1981) Cognitive Process Theory of Writing which emphasizes 

that writing itself is a goal-directed thinking process, guided by the writer's own growing network of goals. 

Hence, this study aims to identify and explore students’ academic writing difficulties and its causes in the 

context of the three (3) major elements of writing as a cognitive process as identified by Flower and Hayes 

– a) task environment; b) writer’s long term memory, and c) writing processes.  As an output, the researcher 

formulated a model for teaching academic writing anchored on identified students’ difficulties. Ultimately, 
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the results of this study can be used as a basis for drafting other possible solutions to the overarching 

problem in relation to academic writing.  

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

2.1. Research Design 

The study used Qualitative Research Design which is described as an unfolding model that occurs in a 

natural setting that enables the researcher to develop a level of detail from high involvement in the actual 

experiences (Creswell, 1994). Consequently, as the study investigates learners’ difficulties in an academic 

setting, this study can be categorized as an Educational Research. As of this time, very limited studies were 

done in the context of academic writing in the SHS level, thus, an exploratory approach was utilized.  

 

2.2. Data Generation and Selection of Co-participants 

Two FGD sessions were carried out to gather data. Each FGD session consisted of seven (7) participants, 

constituting the total of fourteen (14) participants. Since the University offers seven (7) strands namely: 

STEM, ABM, HUMSS, GAS, AD, HE and ICT, two (2) students for each strand were selected. Guest, 

Bunce, and Johnson (2006) proposed that saturation often occurs around twelve (12) participants in 

homogeneous groups. The participants are composed of students who garnered a grade ranging from of 70 

to 79 in the EAPP course. It is logical to assert, that they are the ones who are confronted with more 

difficulties as opposed to students who obtained a grade of 80 and above.  

 

2.3. Data Analysis Procedure 

The data from the Focus Group Discussion went through the process of Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA). 

Transcripts were produced by manually transcribing the audio-taped data from the FGD. Unnecessary data 

were separated from important data. Cleaned data were coded in order to produce major and subordinate 

themes which is a process known as Thematic Analysis (TA). Excerpts from the FGD were included to 

provide a comprehensive discussion, guided by the study’s Theoretical Framework.  

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1. Academic Writing Difficulties and its Causes in Terms of the Task Environment 

Inadequate knowledge of academic jargons. Most of the participants claimed that they have difficulties 

in terms of comprehending academic writing prompts due to their limited vocabulary. It is important to 

note, that academic writing requires distinct vocabulary, which is formal in nature. It can be further noted 

that one of the prevalent causes of the said difficulty is the lack of motivation or interest in improving one’s 

vocabulary and the lack of emphasis given in academic writing in the Junior High School level.  

Difficulty in comprehending task instructions. Due to inadequate knowledge of academic jargons, 

students also encountered trouble in comprehending instructions about the different academic writing tasks. 

The participants find teachers’ instructions and prompt unclear, thus, affecting the quality of outputs.  

Another issue pointed out by the participants is the lack of clear and proper explanation of the task and 

giving of examples. It is worth noting that use of models and examples can aid understanding of the goals 

or expected output of the writing task.  

Difficulty in formulating a topic. Academic writing topics should be new and informative as one of its 

main purpose is to disseminate information. The participants expressed that there are difficulties in coming 

up with subjects that are new, viable, and relevant. 

Moreover, the students also account for the interest of their readers—they are hesitant of the topics because 

they think that the readers will not be engaged in reading their piece. It was also asserted that the participants 
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also consider the readers’ perception about the topic. Usually, topics which are complex and sensitive are 

being avoided. 

On the other hand, there are also instances that the topics formulated by the students do not meet the 

demands and standards of the course and the teacher. Similarly, coming up with a unique topic is really 

difficult thus they experience constant topic revision. Another aspect that the students must consider is the 

alignment of their topic with the strand that they are taking. For an instance, a STEM student should 

formulate topics relating to sciences and technology. The participant claims that it hinders them in 

formulating new and unique topics. In addition, it was noted that students’ amount of background 

knowledge may be determined by their level of interest in a certain topic.  

3.2. Academic Writing Difficulties and its Causes in terms of the Writers’ Long Term Memory 

Insufficient amount of reliable information. Since the students mostly utilize online sources, they 

experience difficulties in obtaining complete and reliable information about their topic. Validity of 

information is also a concern. The participants pointed out that they encountered problems in terms of 

verifying the information that they are able to find. In academic writing, the quality of information presented 

must be given weight. It should be based on evidence and closely linked with facts, probed knowledge, and 

posits valid ideas or arguments. 

The uniqueness of a certain topic is also a concern for the participants. They pointed out that since the topic 

that they have is unique or net yet well-explored, they encounter scarcity of available information. Most 

importantly, it is evident that the students do not rely on their long term memory in accomplishing their 

academic tasks, but rather they use available resources to fill in the information that they need.  

3.3. Academic Writing Difficulties and its Causes in terms of the Writing Process 

3.3.1 Planning Stage 

The participants start the writing process by having a clear understanding of the objectives or goal of the 

task, as well as the topic. In that way, they will be able to meet the standards of the course and they will be 

able to produce the right output. Some of the participants also gather and verify information that are relevant 

to the task or topic. Interestingly, the students are aware of one of the most important feature of academic 

writing— the accuracy and veracity of information. Scrutinizing gathered information is a vital skill that a 

student must possess. In connection, the participants start by building background knowledge about the 

topic before proceeding to the actual writing. Remarkably, the participants also use pre-writing strategies 

like formulating a thesis statement, brainstorming, and outlining. The structure of the paper is also taken 

into account. It can be averred that the participants do not encounter any difficulties in terms of the planning 

process considering they have understood the task or prompt well.  

3.3.2. Translating 

Vocabulary difficulties. The participants pointed out that they encounter difficulties when it comes to 

translating their thoughts into words due to their insufficient knowledge of academic vocabularies and 

jargons. Interestingly, it is the same difficulty that they have encountered in terms of Task Environment. 

This is also due to their limited exposure to academic writing in Junior High School level as well as their 

level of mastery of the English language. First language is also a factor since most of the students initially 

formulate their thoughts in Filipino before translating it in English— it seems that there is a language barrier 

between the students and their writing tasks. Lastly, another concern is the difficulty when it comes to 

organizing and maintaining coherence as they write their thoughts.  

3.3.3. Reviewing 

Grammar and mechanics is the common concern of the participants. Majority of them focus on checking 

their papers for grammar lapses and error in mechanics. Some of them even use applications in order to 
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make sure that there are no lapses. Organization is also concern – the participants ensure that the thoughts 

follow a smooth flow. Teachers and co-learners’ feedback is also being considered by the students when 

reviewing their academic writing piece. They see to it that feedbacks and suggestions are incorporated in 

their output. It was emphasized that their co-learners’ opinions and comments are also valuable for the 

improvement of their piece.  

Time constraint. Some of the participants expressed the difficulties that they experienced in terms of 

managing the time allotted for them to complete the academic writing tasks. It must be accounted that 

writing as a process really takes time. In relation to time, it was also pointed out that the probable cause is 

procrastination. The students procrastinate due to presence of several distractions.  

Identifying and correcting errors. The participants raised that they are having difficulties in terms of 

identifying and correcting errors. Some participants claim that even after revision, there are still errors that 

are not yet corrected or revised. Hence, feedback and guidance from other people is needed. 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

Guided by the Cognitive Process Theory of Writing, the study explored Senior High School students’ 

academic writing difficulties and its causes in terms of the Task Environment, Writer’s Long Term Memory 

and Writing Process. Despite the limitations of this study, the results contribute to the growing body of 

literature that deals with academic writing as a discipline.  Moreover, this study gives research-based 

insights into aspects of writing in which students need scaffolding and intervention. The pieces of 

information yielded by this study may serve as basis for curriculum planners in order to provide an enriched 

program or curriculum. As an output, a model for teaching Academic Writing was formulated. 

Figure 1 Two-phase, multi-stage Academic Writing Model formulated based on students’ academic writing 

difficulties. 
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